
Taconic Cave Amphipod 
Stygobromus borealis 

 

Description: 
The Taconic Cave Amphipod is very rare and one of 
two known subterranean crustaceans in 
Massachusetts. This amphipod is a member of the 
family Crangonyctidae and looks like a small flat 
shrimp. It has no eyes and no pigment, giving it a 
whitish, creamy, or straw-colored appearance. The 
adults are approximately 3 to 4 mm in length. Males 
can be distinguished from females based on the 
characteristics of the terminal appendages (Holsinger 
1978). Amphipods have a complex structure making 
species identification difficult without knowledge of 
the morphological characters of the animal. 

Habitat: 
The Taconic Cave Amphipod is found in the 
subterranean drainage systems of karst terrain in the 
Taconic Mountains. In Massachusetts and New York 
the only description of habitat has been from a 
springhouse in New Marlborough (Smith 1986) and 
Rensselaer County (Holsinger 1978), respectively. In 
Vermont, this species was found in a small cave of 
marble bedrock with a deep (probably > 9 meters) 
pool of water with a silt and/or sand bottom. 
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Population Status in Massachusetts: 
The status of the Taconic Cave Amphipod population 
in Massachusetts is uncertain. The karst habitat where 
it is found is uncommon in Massachusetts. This 
amphipod is rarely encountered and is listed under the 
Massachusetts Endangered Species Act as 
Endangered. All listed species are protected from 
killing, collecting, possessing, or sale and from 
activities that would destroy habitat and thus directly 
or indirectly cause mortality or disrupt critical 
behaviors. In addition, listed animals are specifically 
protected from activities that disrupt nesting, breeding, 
feeding, or migration. More information on the 
distribution and habitat requirements of this species 
would help in its preservation. 

Similar Species:   
The Taconic Cave Amphipod can be confused with 
the larger Piedmont Groundwater Amphipod 
(Stygobromus tenuis tenuis) that can also be found in 
springhouses of the southern Taconic Mountains in 
Massachusetts. The Piedmont Groundwater Amphipod 
is the only other subterranean amphipod known from 
Massachusetts. Both amphipods have no eyes or 
pigment. Identification guides sufficiently illustrate 
the differences among these species based on adult 
body length and the characteristics of spines on the 
appendages of the thoracic segments (Smith 2000). 
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